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1. INTRODUCTION

By Mary Wagner and Jose Blackorby

“In America, no child should be left behind. Every child should
be educated to his or her full potential.”

President George W. Bush (2001)

These words articulate the strong commitment of this country to the education of all its
children. Although “no child left behind” only recently has become the phrase that encapsulates
our national commitment and education agenda, the spirit behind it has been the foundation of
federal special education legislation and policy for more than 25 years. Since 1975, when P.L.
94-142, the Education of All Handicapped Children Act (EHA), was passed, federal legislation
and policy have been pivotal in moving children and youth with disabilities into the mainstream
of public education so that they are better able to achieve their full potential, the ultimate goal of
our education system.

In the years since P.L. 94-142, federal special education legislation has reflected
demographic, social, economic, and political changes in our country, as well as lessons learned
from serving an increasingly diverse student population. By 1997, EHA had evolved into the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), and that year it underwent another
significant reshaping in the process of congressional reauthorization. The ensuing IDEA 97
(P.L. 105-17) was an effort to build on the “significant progress™ under earlier legislation by:

= “Raising expectations for children with disabilities
= [Increasing parental involvement in the education of their children
* Ensuring access to the general education curriculum

= Ensuring that regular education teachers are involved in planning and assessing
children’s progress

= Including children with disabilities in assessments, performance goals, and reports to
the public

* Supporting quality professional development for all personnel who are involved in
educating children with disabilities” (U.S. Department of Education, 1997).

IDEA °97 also recognized the importance of having solid information on the experiences and
achievements of students with disabilities as a foundation for improving practice and
accountability within schools. The legislation authorized the “production of new knowledge”
[Sec. 673(b)(1)] through a variety of federal activities, including “producing information on the
long-term impact of early intervention and education on results for individuals with disabilities
through large-scale longitudinal studies™ [Sec. 673(b)(2)(H)].

In carrying out the responsibility for producing new information on long-term impacts of
education for students with disabilities, the Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) of the
U.S. Department of Education is implementing a portfolio of longitudinal studies that span the
age range of children and youth with disabilities. The Special Education Elementary



(NHES) are more precise because an analysis file was created from the publicly available data to
match the age of SEELS students.

6l



